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From: Laïla
To: Helen
Subject: Thoughts en vrac
Date: Wed, 11 Apr 2012 20:19:51 +0100

Dear Helen,

It was lovely to see you today and really 
can’t wait to catch up again next week.

Here is what I’d written this morning. 
Really quite random and incomplete of 
course - but a start. 
 
On the train on my way to Farnham for our 
meeting. 
I have a few (dis)connected thoughts I want 
to share with you. 
In no particular order… 
Generally speaking, at the moment I am 
interested in exploring, amongst many other 
things:
- Traces of a presence
- The shape of absence
- A porous quality
This project brings the opportunity for 
something new, unexpected, unusual for me, 
to spark a creative exploration. I’m up for 
that!
I remember you talking about your interest 
in ‘not ending’. I have been thinking about 
endings, in a dramaturgical sense, the 

weight, the wait for, the expectation of 
an end point, a resolution, a final stop. 
And the possibility to not do this. To not 
end. I revisited your website, your idea of 
‘resting points’ is very inviting. 
I’m reading some more Julian Barnes. His 
thoughts around memories (or forgettings 
- as he suggests we might call them) 
resonate. How we edit, build history. I 
remember reading War and Peace and loving 
most of all Tolstoy’s musings on the 
individual and the shape of history. The 
influence of one on the other. The constant 
change of one and the other.
I love the enamels on your website. 
Sooooooo gorgeous. I also love that you 
have an IN TRANSIT heading (one of our 
sections in the piece you saw was called 
that). I love your photos of lines. 
I am often attracted to collections. 
How I write about what I do –
I have to admit that often I look back on 
notebooks I have kept during a process and 
am disappointed with what I find there. 
Often I can’t, from the few words jotted 
down, bring back the full idea. Or I seem 
to have focused on very practical points, 
necessary to move forward with the work at 
the time probably, but not so helpful in 
bringing back the feeling, the intention or 
source of inspiration… 
With Hold Everything Dear, my main creative 
endeavour these last few years (outside 
from giving birth and spending time with my 
son) I realise that, as I am working with 
a large team, my thoughts have mainly been 
collected through email exchanges, with the 
composer, dramaturge, lighting and costume 
designer. In the process of sharing with 
them somewhat the flow of my thinking, also 
clarifying things, articulating questions, 
doubts, aspirations. 
I enjoy watching someone busy at a task. 
I like when that is what a performance/
part of a performance gives to experience. 
Someone making, doing, involved in a 
process and just focused on that. It is 
very compelling. 
I don’t often stop to consider how objects 
are made. Maybe this project could be an 
opportunity to do a bit of that...
Voilà… I think that is all for now. 
 Laïla x
 p.s. We’ll have to work a little on making 
the room our home for three weeks... not 
immediately inspiring hey! And you are 
right...outdoors is calling!

From: Helen 
To: Laïla 
Subject: RE Thoughts en vrac
Date: Wed, 11 Apr 2012 23:09:14 +0100

Dear Laïla

It was lovely to see you too...I am very 
excited about this...

I have been thinking a lot about things 
and will write properly soon but some quick 
things...when I saw your work there were 
several things that really struck me...
.....I loved the look, movement, pace feel 
and sound of the piece...from the beginning 
I love sticky tape as a material...the use 
of it...the sound of...what you can make 
with it...I have a bit of an international 
collection of it (how you can identify 
place, where it comes from)

as an aside...last year in Berlin I ended 
up renting a flat from another artist and 
when I arrived he had tape everywhere..I 
couldn’t believe it...I will show you his 
work...he makes installations with it...

I loved the way you moved things around 
the stage...it really rang bells with 
me...I guess a major part of my process/
practice is moving stuff around...looking 

at things and their relationships...where 
does something sit or not...on a larger 
scale furniture is a big part of our lives 
as David is a furniture designer and so 
moving furniture around is something that 
is very familiar and looking at it...moving 
it around with your eyes

and I loved the notion of going back and 
forward retracing steps...I am really 
interested in traces of presence too...what 
is left behind, a mark, a line

Notebooks are funny...i do the same as you 
try to make a mark to remember and then 
forget...i am really interested in thinking 
about remembering and forgetting at the 
moment

it’s funny though when you say below 
about watching someone busy at a task..it 
brought back a very physical memory that 
has happened to me since i was young... 
that when I watch someone making I have a 
body sensation...best description is hair 
standing on edge....it is almost like some 
built in trigger of a memory of making...
something genetic..i don’t know

by the way...I have just started reading 
Julian Barnes, The sense of an ending...

I am really interested in material and 
making...the feel of material...what it 
does...how it describes place and time
making...if you are interested at looking 
at how things are put together we could 
take some apart...

I think at heart I am a bit of a detective. 
I have two friends...one is an oral 
historian, the other an anthropologist and 
we joke that we should have a detective 
agency...and when I saw you on stage at 
ROH you all seemed to somehow be acting out 
something of this notion of detecting...
and today at the Craft Study Centre in my 
head I went into detective mode...I wanted 
to go and look at all their archival tools 
and have more of a snoop and to watch the 
process unfolding...or to see the trace of 
what had just occurred...i loved all the 
unfolded paper clips

anyway I think I am starting to ramble...
tomorrow I am going to revisit my notes and 
try to make sense of them and think more 
and I will be back

see you next week...I will send more 
thinking and directions and really looking 
forward to meeting little Mani

xxH

yes I only noticed your ps now and my ps is 
yes the green theme is pretty bad too...I 
think the outside is calling definitely!!!

Before The Beginning

- a long strip of (good) paper, very white. 
it’s sides are curling up, and it has been 
taped down at the ends with blue electrical 
tape. This is a practical solution to a 
practical problem
- there is sunshine peeking in and it is 
casting shadows (in the shape of windows) 
at one of the space
- Helen and Laïla are sorting themselves 
out, asking simple questions, responding 
quite directly.  
- there are objects ‚-string, wooden things 
(I can’t tell what they are from here), and 
I like how they are weighing down that end 
of the paper
- the paper is about 10m long perhaps
- I worry that I am in the way, or that my 
presence has altered the space. I wonder 
what kind of alteration is occurring (or 
has occurred)?  
- H and L are sitting across from each 
other, sitting on their haunches, observing 
in that “I am observing” kind of way 
- they take turns stacking things, drawing 
(or marking), it’s a building or making 
conversation  
- their knees are on the white sheet, but 
their feet are not
- the wooden objects seem to be very 
specific - perhaps something pulled apart, 
something that used to be something else? 
- are they noticing patterns? 
- are these multiple (small) acts of 
creation? 
- is the destination known? (or to what 
extent is the destination known?)
- arrivals, departures, setting off, coming 
back, the micro-decisions that shape our 
lives, our experiences  
- there is a certain kind of nonchalance in 
their work and attitude. It marks a line 
between meaningful actions, and those that 
are simply thrown away
- I’m struck by this tension between the 
deliberate and the discarded (or that will 
do)  
- am I being asked to look at this as 
choreography? 
- there is the sound of traffic outside, 
London keeping on keeping on, but I am 
being asked to tune in, to take time with 
these two and their activity(ies)  
- what is it that they are noticing about 
each other and the work of each other? 
- there’s a sense of call and response; 
of an offer being made and then a very 
deliberate space for the other to intervene 
or respond. There is no interruption in 
this structure - of your turn, my turn
- I become aware of the masses (or on this 
planet, the weights) of the different 
objects; the ways in which they resonate on 
the floor when they are stroked, dropped, 
shunted, placed, drawn around, stacked, 
relocated, layered, built, tied, untied, 
destroyed, arranged, organised, broken 

apart, connected, unraveled, 
- and so to gravity: I just started 
reading a book about the horizontal, and 
our relationship to gravity. I’m reminded 
of that physics equation in which as an 
object moves away from the centre of the 
earth, it has increasing potential energy 
but less kinetic energy (i.e. that energy 
is transferred). But, in the opposite 
direction, it gathers kinetic energy and 
loses potential energy
- it seems to me that these are important 
words in performance practices: kinetic 
and potential (even if used in different 
contexts)
- and I have moved closer (or stepped in 
to take a look), and the wooden objects 
are piano keys. I can see them and how 
they have been ripped from their reason 
for being. What kind of music is this now? 
Indeed, the sound is striking, or feels 
like an important part of my experience. 
- I feel like I am watching a puzzle 
unfold, or in some way I am being asked to 
find a solution (or multiple solutions) to 
this puzzle. What kind of space might this 
work be performed in? How different might 
it be to here? 
- Laïla is counting down. There seems 
to be quite a bit of counting, and the 
writing of numbers; perhaps this is a 
type of organising and now I am back to 
science and biology: the weight of things, 
the structure and organisation of things, 
our desire to make sense of things, to 
structure, to name, to organise. The usual 
rules (what are these usual rules?) don’t 
apply here. 
- there are delicate trails of destruction, 
no, not destruction, there are traces of 
the detritus of their work, left on this 
white, paper road. Like the tracks of an 
animal, footprints in the grass, or - more 
mechanically - the wear and tear of our 
machines: oil, friction, imprints.
- it’s as if they are setting up traps 
or actions for the other: winding up, 
collecting, making something possible for 
the other by the decisions to combine, 
recombine, tie, place, locate, relocate ...
- and, inevitably I guess, I end up 
thinking about value, about the reasons we 
give to the things we do. And the power 
in doing something that appears valueless. 
Perhaps even absurd. It is a far cry (I 
like this saying: It’s. A. Far. Cry.) from 
the ways in which we might hope art plays a 
cultural/valuable role in our society/world
- the materials are simple, very simple, 
cheap even (mostly). 
- I don’t know what the small objects are 
with blue ends 
- it’s coming towards the end of the paper, 
and for the first time I am asking myself 
what the rules are, or what has been pre-
determined. Clearly they are taking turns, 
and they don’t seem to be adding anything 
to the paper that wasn’t already there 

(except marks and writing). But what else? 
- Helen is making a high pitched creaking/
squeaking sound with what would have been 
the a hammer (?) of the piano key. Slow, 
quick, something’s chucked away when the 
hammer doesn’t make enough (or the right?) 
sound. 
- and now Laïla has a key under the paper. 
This feels like a transgression. Sopra, 
sotto. As if a field or plane that wasn’t 
previously available (or that I’d given 
thought to) became available. I felt a 
creaking in my own awareness, a taste of 
something quite different and less familiar 
after nearly 45minutes. As if I had been 
tuned to the procedures and mechanisms 
of the work they are doing, and therefore 
desensitised to the differences that 
might become noticeable or available or 
achievable. 
- one end of the paper has rolled up. 
It’s a mistake, their pathway, their road 
ravelling/rolling towards them. Their past 
curling up to the present. 
- at one point Laïla crossed to the other 
side and worked next to Helen. Again, 
another transgression. Can transgressions 
be so small or inconsequential? 
- I wonder again about the conditions for 
watching and listening to (attending to) 
this work. 
- how did we get here? How did they get 
here? How did they impose themselves 
on these materials? How do they impose 
themselves on this structure and these 
structures? 
- and then it just ends. The end is 
painfully and beautifully predictable - I 
knew they were going to end there (but not 
when) almost as soon as they began. This 
was liberating, and allowed me to tune in 
and out of watching and listening. 

In Edge and Shore, Helen Carnac and Laïla 
Diallo are exploring the boundaries and 
points of connection between making and 
performing, the practice and presentation of 
work. A central concern for both artists, and 
central to this project, is their response to 
place. Over the last few months, during its 
development, I have been fortunate in being 
able to observe/participate in Edge and Shore 
in three very different locations. In this way 
I have been able to sense the accumulative, 
evolving nature of the collaboration, but also 
to experience the shifting moods, qualities and 
meanings that each place induced. In this essay 
I want to reflect on and clarify my personal 
responses to the project. I will focus firstly 
on two distinctive, contrasting iterations and 
their part in the continuum of the project, 
before returning to my first encounter with 
Edge and Shore in the Forest of Dean. 

Bristol Old Vic

The first location that I want to consider was 
the Basement at the Bristol Old Vic theatre - a 
black box space, specifically lit by powerful, 
directed spots that cast strong shadows. It is 
constructed around and focused on performance, 
with a clear separation between auditorium 
and stage. Whilst I was present Laïla and 
Helen carried out two actions. In the first, 
starting in the middle of the space and working 
gradually away from each other, they began to 
carefully lay out sheets of A4 paper - further 
delineating a stage-like area. This process 
took a long time and was quite revealing of 
Helen’s and Laïla’s different characters. Laïla 
maintained a sense of performing precision, 
whilst Helen seemed to resist orderliness 
and after a while began to subtly disrupt 
the rigidity of the task. Once the process 
was complete, they were at separate corners 
of a grid-like expanse of white paper. Helen 
immediately set about describing the borders 
of the paper stage with a chalk line – further 
shifting and undermining the clarity of the 
edge as she did so. Laïla appeared to be 
locating herself more cautiously, testing her 
presence, before performing sudden, dramatic, 
equally disruptive, movements. For the next 
action they unrolled a metre-wide strip of 
paper diagonally across the stage and set out 
an array of materials at one end. Kneeling on 
the paper and facing each other they began a 
kind of call and response exchange - making a 
gesture, placing materials, making marks. In 
this way they moved gradually along the paper, 
shifting objects, leaving traces, obliquely 
recording their conversation. Again, the space 
imposed itself so that there was an improbable 
impression that they were in the process of 
defining a performance area and constructing a 
linear narrative.

Throughout these actions, whilst they were 
revealing of the rituals of practice: the 

evolving process of investigation, the routines 
of settling down, detaching - the activity 
unfolded like a performance, with me as passive 
watcher of something that was happening ‘over 
there’, uncertain about my role and only 
partially involved. Persistent questions 
presented themselves along the lines of ‘what 
are they doing?’ ‘what am I looking at?’ The 
place set up an inescapable sense of distance 
between me, as audience, and Helen and Laïla as 
the actors in this event.

Brunel Goods Shed, Stroud

The second location was the Brunel Goods 
Shed in Stroud, Gloucestershire - a large, 
listed, industrial building, historically 
used for transferring goods from trains to 
road vehicles. It was designed by Brunel and 
constructed in Cotswold stone. The place itself 
seems an accretion of time and experience. 
Shaped by its original function, but overlaid 
by more than a century of use. The walls are 
covered in traces - wear and tear, graffiti. 
There are large shuttered doors at the end 
of the building that open on to a view across 
the adjacent railway lines to the hillside 
opposite.  

By the time that Helen and Laïla came to Stroud 
they had been working together for over two 
years bringing a practiced confidence in their 
methodology. Unpacking the materials that they 
have gathered and assembled along the way is 
a ritual that seems to settle them into the 
space and into their shared practice. They 
very quickly occupied the Goods Shed. Over 
a number of days I was able to come and go, 
sometimes only able to stay for a short while 
and sometimes becoming completely absorbed 
in Helen’s and Laïla’s interactions - with 
each other, the space and the audience. On 
occasions I would find Helen and Laïla at 
opposite ends of the building absorbed in 
separate activities, Helen with her head 
down, sifting and arranging materials, whilst 
Laïla would be engaged with her whole body in 
part of the space, feeling its boundaries, 
sometimes enacting small, subtle gestures, 
sometimes making highly controlled but sudden 
and expansive movements. At such times there 
was a kind of domesticity to the way that they 
related to each other, both going about their 
work, apparently turned in on themselves, 
sometimes with their backs to each other, 
but clearly and intimately connected – a line 
held in tension between them. This sense of 
connection was dramatized by one of their 
repeated actions in which they held either end 
of a long narrow strip of paper and played a 
kind of game of tug of war. The fragility of 
the paper belied its tensile strength. Pulling 
with all their might it would eventually break 
and they would fly apart, before regrouping 
and taking up the torn ends to pull again. 
Each tear would bring them closer together. The 
action contained the violence of two opposing 
wills, but also humour, often prompting 

laughter, the tension gradually dissipating as 
they came together. 

The nature of the Old Vic space had fostered 
a sense of both focus and separation. I felt 
that I was simultaneously looking outwards, 
attentively, at Helen and Laïla as they 
enacted their work, whilst being shut up within 
myself and my own private thoughts. In the 
Goods Shed one of the aims was to understand 
how the project could work with an audience.  
People were free to move about the space and 
in some sense to take part, to become active 
agents within the work – with Helen and Laïla 
remaining the central players. Through my 
attention to, and absorption in, the work, I 
found that, far from being turned inwards, I 
became hyperaware of, or attuned to the world, 
both inside and outside the space: my own 
breathing; my fellow observers as they shifted 
position; Helen’s and Laïla’s movements on the 
dusty floor; bird song outside the building; 
a distant dog barking; trains passing on the 
adjacent tracks. There was a constant and easy 
traffic through the open doors, between the 
austere, shaded, cool interior and the late 
summer fullness of the landscape outside. 
Time seemed to become viscous, to pass in a 
different way. If this description sounds 
solipsistic, an individual response, I would 
argue that art has a special capacity to turn 
our (both artists and audiences) attention 
inwards but not in a way that removes us from 
the world, rather, as we are drawn inwards by 
the experience of the work, so we experience a 
deeper connection outwards, towards each other 
and towards the world. The philosopher John 
Dewey said that art, rooted in materiality and 
process, has the capacity to facilitate just 
this kind of experience, ‘instead of signifying 
being shut up within one’s own private feelings 
and sensations, it signifies active and alert 
commerce with the world; at its height it 
signifies complete interpenetration of the self 
and the world of objects and events’ (Dewey, 
1980, p.19). 

The Forest of Dean

Finally I want to return to an early spring 
day, happily spent with Helen and Laïla, 
driving around the Forest of Dean looking for 
sites in which to make work. The day was full 
of vivid events: walking in the woods at Black 
Boy Bridge, immersed in the vibrant interplay 
between the fresh, almost lime green colour of 
the new beech leaves and the brilliant violet-
blue of the bluebells; the squally, wind driven 
rain on Blaize Bailey. But the experiences that 
seem now to crystalize Edge and Shore for me 
were in the bird hide at the Nags Head Reserve 
and, later in the day, sitting on the banks 
of the River Severn with the light changing 
from instant to instant, ‘collecting’ words - 
one of the tools that Helen and Laïla use in 
order to heighten their faculties for being 

present in the moment. At Nags Head, looking 
out through the viewing slots of the hide, our 
focus both narrowed to the hushed stillness of 
the interior and massively expanded to take 
in the sudden richness of the visible and 
audible world outside, framed by the slender 
openings. In our concentration we were thrown 
into ourselves, but at the same time intensely 
aware that we were participants in a shared 
event. This sense of inter-subjectivity was 
compounded later when each of us took turns to 
say a word that described our response to the 
river and landscape before us. Laïla, who had 
been writing down our words, read them back to 
us. What emerged from our combined observations 
was an astonishingly rich, detailed and precise 
account of our common experience. 

For me, Edge and Shore raises interesting 
questions about the role of the gallery/stage/
exhibition/performance in the encounter with 
the work of art, particularly in relation 
to the audience. Do these situations set up 
particular expectations or frame our experience 
in such a way that we are set apart from the 
work, encouraged to view it in a detached 
way? Do we tend to view the work as something 
complete - taken out of the continuity of 
experience? Do they interfere with our capacity 
for empathetic projection, with our sense of 
inter-subjectivity?

Edge and Shore supports an experiential 
understanding of aesthetics that is consistent 
with Dewey’s thinking. Dewey emphasized that 
what is important and characteristic about the 
art process is not its manifestations in the 
expressive object but rather the process in 
its entirety, where the fundamental element is 
not the material ‘work of art’ but rather the 
development of an ‘experience’. An experience 
being something that personally affects 
your life, giving shape and meaning. In Edge 
and Shore, the experience of making or of 
encountering the work is revealed as the real 
work of art. Helen and Laïla, by presenting 
their work as practice, shift the critical 
focus away from the autonomous art object and 
onto a continuity of experience in which art 
becomes integrated into the very processes of 
living. They are inviting us to participate 
in an open-ended journey. We were not merely 
witnessing something that was complete, 
but rather, we were drawn into a generative 
experience - the kind of heightened awareness 
that I experienced in the Goods Shed continues 
to resonate beyond the immediate experience, 
for the artists, and for their audience. Edge 
and Shore animated the space and for those of 
us who were present it has become part of the 
life of the place, layered into the accumulated 
experience of the building, it’s traces 
obscured perhaps, but just as vivid as the 
graffiti engraved or sprayed across the walls. 
For Helen and Laïla, and for the audience, Edge 
and Shore is part of a continuum in which we 
will go on, together and separately to make 
work - practice will lead to more practice. 
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Edge and Shore has previously been shown, 
shared and made at Siobhan Davies Dance; 
Quay 2C, Peckham, London; the Brunel Goods 
Shed, Stroud and the Control Room, Bristol. 

Images

Front: Helen and Laïla working at  
Battersea Arts Centre 30-5-14.
Back: Traces of their work in process. 
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Gorm Ashurst and Helen Carnac.

We have been working with photographer Gorm 
Ashurst since the start of our residency 
in 2012. In that time he has documented 
our actions and live processes. He is very 
much part of this project and without him 
it wouldn’t have become quite what it is. 
Thanks Gorm.
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Bullet Creative Ltd.

Experience Shared - Paul Harper First Meeting - Simon Ellis

Helen Carnac and Laïla Diallo have been working together since 2012 when they were 
invited by Siobhan Davies Dance to work alongside each other in the residency ‘Side By 
Side’. The two artists had not previously met. 

Since the residency Carnac and Diallo have continued to work together in an ongoing 
research project that is concerned with movement, materiality and place. Subsequently 
they have been commissioned to make a new work ‘Edge and Shore’.

In their process of making they have explored and found common interest and threads 
through travelling and walking together - a way to view common or different purpose 
through looking out at the world together. During this period, they have walked along the 
Thames, London; around Bristol Docks; in Portishead and on Clevedon Pier; in the Forest 
of Dean and spent days at the Bristol Old Vic and Battersea Arts Centre. Both artists 
hold significant interest in how a work comes into being, the revealing of process and 
how, through this work, they bring attention to the commonalities and particularities of 
their respective practices.

Where does a work begin or end?
At what point might you share this process?
What happens when an audience is invited in? 

The artists hope that through their work they can engage audiences in thinking about how 
we understand a process that is emergent and ongoing but not necessarily ever finished or 
complete.

Helen Carnac is an artist and maker, curator and academic who lives in London.

Laïla Diallo is a dance maker who lives in Bristol.


